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Researches on translation difficulty are of considerable significance to translation 
training, including the enhancement of students‘ translation competence and the 
effectiveness of aptitude accreditation tests for translators. In spite of the immense 
significance, translation difficulty, especially Chinese-English (C-E) translation 
difficulty, has not been much studied yet. Against this background, the research into 
C-E translation difficulty has been undertaken to find out the factors that may reflect 
the difficulty of C-E translation tasks. In addition, a possible way of evaluating C-E 
translation difficulty is explored as well as its application to C-E translation training, 
C-E translation scoring and English proficiency testing.  
 The possible factors that reflect the difficulty level of translation tasks were first 
summarized by drawing on the researches into English and Chinese readability as 
well as the difficulties that translators may encounter during the translation process. 
After that, an empirical study was carried out by questionnaire to confirm whether the 
factors reflect C-E translation difficulty. Thirty-nine undergraduates (Chinese students 
who had translation classes as a way of learning English) and 35 postgraduates of the 
English Department at Xiamen University (Chinese students who specialized in 
translation between Chinese and English) participated in the case study. Seventy-four 
students in total filled out the questionnaires, and 62 valid copies of the questionnaires 
were acquired. The answers of the questionnaires served as the source of the data used 
to select major factors that make a C-E translation task difficult for Chinese who 
study English as a foreign language (hereinafter referred to as Chinese EFL learners). 
The major factors include subject matter, register, lexis (proper nouns, abstract nouns, 
polysemy, frequency, etc.), syntax (sentence length, structure, etc.), type of language 
used, text type, and cultural knowledge specific to some countries and regions. 
Afterwards, ―Difficulty Coefficient‖, a technical term that often appears in athletic 















Difficulty Coefficient (TDC),‖ for the purposes of evaluating the degree of difficulty 
of C-E translation tasks. 
 The way of evaluating translation difficulty having been approached, its 
application to translation studies and language testing is explained, including how 
translation teachers and students can use the TDC to help them achieve better results 
out of translation training. At last, the implications for translation studies are 
expounded as well as the limitations of the current research and advice for future 
research on C-E translation difficulty.  
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Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Research Background 
In recent years, degree programs in translation have developed fast in China. 
Bachelor of Translation and Interpreting (BTI) and Master of Translation and 
Interpreting (MTI) programs were established in 2006 and 2007, respectively. Only 
with a few years‘ development, the MTI becomes the fastest-growing degree 
program in China (仲伟合, 2014: 40). The rapid development of the BTI and the MTI 
programs results in much discussion about translation teaching.  
Against this background, the curriculum design and purposes of the programs 
are being discussed. Some scholars think that translation teaching aims to cultivate 
translation students‘ cross-cultural awareness and international consciousness (彭安
辉 and 李延林, 2011: 160) while others propose that translation training needs to focus 
on the cultivation and enhancement of students‘ translation competence. In this 
respect, Zou (2015: 786) argues that it is essential to develop students‘ translation 
competence. As for Yang Xiongkun (杨雄琨, 2012: 48), he argues that whether 
translation training is successful or not lies in whether translation training 
contributes to the cultivation and improvement of students‘ translation competence.  
Furthermore, Translation-Competence Oriented Curriculum Model, a curriculum 
model especially designed for the translation programs, has been put forward for the 
purposes of better improving students‘ translation competence (文军, 2005). 
The discussion reveals a growing trend towards the enhancement of students‘ 
translation competence in translation training. Here comes the question: What is the 
translation competence that the scholars have discussed? The translation competence 
has been much explored and some research results have been published (Pym, 2003; 
PACTE group, 2005; Göpferich, 2009; Zou Yanqun, 2015). Even though there are still some 
disputes over the constituents of the translation competence, most scholars reach the 
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which some can be acquired only through professional training. Take Translation 
Routine Activation Competence for example. It is a sub-competence proposed by 
Göpferich , who argues whether a translator possesses the Competence, an ability 
that enables translators to produce acceptable target- language equivalents, 
constitutes the borderline between professional and non-professional translators 
(Göpferich, 2009: 22).  
Since some sub-competencies mark the borderline between professional and 
non-professional translators, it is sensible that translation training aims to improve 
students‘ translation competence. Do Chinese-English translation classes observe the 
law of building students‘ translation competence systematically? It is not that positive 
viewed from the perspective of translation curriculums and teaching materials used 
inside and outside translation classes in China. It has been found that literary 
translation constitutes most of the translation practice given to students in class (王方
路 等, 2014), which is often regarded to be more difficult than non- literary translation 
in general. Worse still, there are no sufficient standards for scholars to filter teaching 
materials used for translation classes by difficulty levels. Materials used for 
translation practice in some textbooks are chosen rather randomly, for which students 
are not given properly levelled materials during translation training (马鸣, 2006: 150). 
Often, translation trainers judge the difficulty level of a translation task by instinct or 
experience, by which they divide the materials into three levels roughly, i.e. easy, 
moderate, and hard (王战平, 2012: 154). What is worth mentioning is that some 
translation teachers regard the readability of a text as its translation difficulty. In fact, 
the difficulty level or the readability of a source text does not equal to the degree of 
difficulty of a translation task. A text that is easy to understand is not necessarily easy 
to translate.  
The aforementioned discussion has shown that a viable way of levelling source 
texts properly is needed to better cultivate and enhance students‘ translation 
competence during translation training because translation difficulty can help 
translation trainers filter teaching materials by level. In this way, translation trainers 
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this aspect, Wilss (2001:159) argues that the purpose of the translation difficulty 
studies lies in enhancing translation students‘ transfer competence, a sub-competence 
of the translation competence.  
Despite the great significance, the current research situation necessitates more 
studies on translation difficulty. Little research has been done on C-E translation 
difficulty, although some researchers have already put their effort into the studies of 
translation difficulty and some corresponding research results with Chinese EFL 
learners as study subjects have been published (Sun, 2012; 2014). In addition, 
translation directions (translating from a mother tongue to a foreign language or from 
a foreign language to a mother tongue for translators) influence translation difficulty. 
Consequently, it is worth studying C-E translation difficulty with Chinese EFL 
learners as study subjects.  
1.2 Research Objective 
This thesis researches on the difficulty level of C-E translation for Chinese EFL 
learners. It intends to find a way to evaluate the difficulty level of C-E translation 
tasks and apply it in the evaluation of C-E translation difficulty as well as the scoring 
of C-E translations. To fulfil the purposes, the thesis introduces ―Difficulty 
Coefficient‖, a term often used in diving and gymnastics competitions, into translation 
studies, which is called ―Translation Difficulty Coefficient (TDC)‖ in this study. The 
TDC will be expounded on how it is used to measure the difficulty level of Chinese 
texts that are to be translated into English.  
Therefore, this study needs to examine the factors that reflect C-E translation 
difficulty first. After that, it will establish an equation to calculate the TDC that 
measures the difficulty of C-E translation tasks. At last, the implications for 
translation studies, translation training, and English proficiency testing will be 
explained.  
Specifically, the following will be done in this study so as to achieve the aforesaid 
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Chinese EFL learners by reading the available literature and conducting a case study, 
(b) establishing an equation that measures the TDC of a C-E translation task, and (c) 
explaining the application of the TDC in predicting C-E translation difficulty and in 
scoring C-E translations.  
1.3 Significance  
The study on translation difficulty is helpful to translation studies, especially 
translation teaching and learning. It is also useful to the creation of tests that adopt 
translation as a way to examine English proficiency of Chinese EFL learners, College 
English Test Band 4 (CET-4), College English Test Band 6 (CET-6), Test for English 
Majors Band 8 (TEM-8), for instance.  
First, the researches on C-E translation difficulty contribute to translation studies. 
Translation difficulty studies not only involve researches into the difficulty of source 
texts, but also the difficulty of rendering source texts from one language into another. 
This thesis may also contribute to the empirical study of C-E translation, for an 
exploratory case study was carried out when C-E translation difficulty was researched 
to confirm the factors that may cause difficulties for a translation task.  
Second, C-E translation difficulty studies are also useful for translation training. 
For translation trainers, the choice of source texts is often made by instinct or 
experience of translation teaching and learning, which tends to be less objective. The 
levelling of translation difficulty, to some degree, can help avoid the drawback of 
intuitive evaluation of translation difficulty. Translation trainers may use the TDC to 
arrange teaching materials used for an entire semester systematically, by which they 
may design a more proper syllabus. In this way, they are more likely to make their 
translation training more effective, by which their students‘ translation competence 
can be enhanced more substantially. 
The study can also be helpful for translation students because they can also use 
the TDC to help them choose translation materials properly for themselves when they 
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performance of their translation in a given period more justly with the TDC. To be 
specific, they can spot their weaknesses in their translations by examining the 
difficulties of a translation task and analysing their own translations, especially 
whether they resolve the difficulties adequately. The usage indicates that the factors 
reflecting translation difficulty can also give translation students a hint of what they 
can do in order to enhance their translation competence and produce better 
translations.    
 Finally, C-E difficulty research is of significance to language testing. English 
tests for Chinese EFL learners often adopt C-E translation as a way to assess 
examinees‘ English proficiency, CET-4, CET-6, TEM-8, for instance. In these 
examines, translation tasks need to be at the relatively stable level of difficulty to 
increase the validity and reliability of the tests. As a result, test developers need level 
Chinese texts properly when choosing source texts, and in this aspect, the C-E 
difficulty research is of help.  
1.4 Thesis Structure 
The thesis consists of five chapters in total. Chapter One examines the research 
background, objectives, significance, and structure of the thesis. In the first chapter, 
what the research deals with and why it is worth studying are expounded. In Chapter 
Two, the literature review of translation difficulty research is conducted. The review 
sketches out the research results obtained by previous studies on levelling and grading 
translation difficulty. The existing research results about the gradation of translation 
difficulty are categorized into descriptive study, empirical study, and automatic 
prediction of translation difficulty. In addition, it points out what is worth attention for 
further research on translation difficulty. Chapter Three is a major chapter, in which 
the concept of ―Translation Difficulty Coefficient‖ (TDC) is introduced into the 
translation studies. The TDC is explained when it is introduced into the study, so are 
the terms of Translation Difficulty and Difficulty Coefficient. As well, this chapter 
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